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Over the past five or six years, I have become obsessed with (or possessed by) a vision.  Seldom has a single day gone by that I have not wrestled with this vision personally, commended it to other people through either my writing or speaking, and studied how best to translate it into action both among people who are so much alike that they take each other for granted and grow comfortable about society and people who are so different that they shy away from each other with suspicion and often create between each other deep divisions.   The vision that has a hammerlock on my conscience and pumps adrenalin into my soul has deep roots in numerous, if not all, religious traditions.  This vision found expression in historic documents, such as the Mayflower Compact, that gave form and substance to our nation’s commitment to democracy.  This vision has relevance for our national bickering and international strife. But, having said all of that, the vision is very simple.  My vision is of people walking together.   
In this season of continued celebration of the resurrection of Jesus, the gospel reading in the lectionary texts for today brings us face to face with one version of the vision with which I am obsessed.  Two followers of Jesus disappointed by history and grieving the loss of their leader decided to put Jerusalem behind them and walk together to Emmaus.  Whether going there to bury hope and make a place for themselves where light fades and the sun sets or traveling to that place in search of a way to begin life again, their walk and what happened on it changed their lives.
With time for only the scantest amount of detail, allow me to describe for you the most basic elements and implications of my vision.
My vision of walking together informs my understanding of spirituality, insisting that the life of faith is a shared journey. 
 
Among the faithful, everybody is moving, reaching out, stretching, and pursuing growth, but nobody has arrived.  Though the journey has a goal, to be sure, in a very real sense, the journey is itself a goal.  Walking together is a profound spiritual discipline.
Indeed, horrendous problems develop when one group of people imagines that it has arrived while all others are still on the way.  When individuals start placing periods or exclamation points where commas, ellipses, or question marks belong, trouble develops theologically, politically, and socially as well as grammatically.
I can say without reservation that most of the problems that plague both religion and politics in this land and the world to which we are inextricably linked, stem from individuals who presume that they alone know the definition of truth, the answer to every question, and the solution to every problem.  Rather than continuing to think new thoughts, pursue unvisited avenues of insight, and thus grow, these folks spend all their time defending their dogmatic conclusions and imposing their static beliefs on others.  Perhaps worst of all, such people live with the arrogant assumption that they can and should walk alone because they alone know the correct way to the future.  
Friends, the journey is not over for any of us.  In most ways, we have just begun to grasp its insights and mine its riches.
My vision of walking together informs my understanding of community, commending walking as a spiritually authentic mode of travel that brings us together. 
I love the images of the life of faith set before us by the ancient prophet Isaiah.  Remember that wonderful text:  “They who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint.”  What great encouragement!  I am inspired by the thought of people empowered by the spirit of God soaring like eagles or running like a young sprinter, but I am deeply comforted and pushed toward expanding hope by the prophet’s understanding of those of us who are really tired and his assurance that walking—just getting one foot in front of the other to take a step on days when there is not enough energy to run or soar—(walking) is a spiritually acceptable, even authentic, mode of travel.  
The spirituality that values people walking together makes us aware that a life of faith is not synonymous with constant happiness, incessant smiling, high-pitched excitement, and the power of positive thinking.  Indeed, sometimes it is when we are moving together at the slowest of paces that we are able to see who others really are and to discover new dimensions of who we are.  
 
Look at those of us who gather here. Every week we come to worship carrying within us concerns related to an elderly parent who is dying, a child who is battling major difficulties, a marriage that is unraveling, a job that is boring, a friend acting as a traitor, a dream that is fading.  Heaven knows we can’t soar.  Some of us carry burdens so heavy we did not even want to get out of bed this morning.  We cannot run and not be weary; we came here already too weary to run.  But we can walk with the promise of not fainting and in each other’s presence with the assurance that rather than walking alone, we can walk together.  And, that’s enough; more than enough actually.  Not only is walking, as opposed to sprinting or soaring, o.k., walking together is a means by which we nurture community.
My vision of walking together redefines my concept of unity.
My vision is rooted in the reality that we have not been able to forge a durable unity based on religious affiliation or political loyalty, theological creeds or civil documents, national origin or socio-economic situation.  What’s more we will never achieve unity by way of that methodology.  But, unity does not require uniformity!  No one should have to give up her or his unique identity, personal beliefs, political persuasion, sexual orientation, or ideological convictions in order to experience community.  It is the height of absurdity to commend the idea of fellowship based on everybody’s acceptance of a life built on the lowest common denominator of belief or commitment made possible by dropping all diversity into a melting pot from which we all emerge looking just alike. 
Walking together is a means of forging a unity that preserves the beauty of our differences.  Each walker not only is allowed to be unique but is encouraged to make distinct contributions to the pilgrimage.  In that manner, rather than putting each other down because of our differences, we learn from each other and grow to respect and maybe even to appreciate each other.  At best, our journey becomes a kind of peripatetic symphony in which beauty and harmony emerge from each person sharing her unique talents, his distinctive gifts, in a common commitment to the journey. 
My vision of walking together informs my concept of the nature of ministry.
Perhaps our greatest ministry is that of offering encouragement to others simply by walking with them and promising not to abandon them come what may.  Understanding that we are by no means a perfect people all of whom have arrived, we travel as fellow pilgrims who have doubted, hurt, and failed, yet stayed together.  Henri Nouwen’s poignant portrait of the wounded healer painted with hues drawn from the Servant Songs of Isaiah and the words and deeds of Jesus of Nazareth is an inestimably important image for us to embrace as a part of our self-identity.  
Those of us who are walking together are the walking wounded—the wounded who are still walking, not people defeated by our wounds but people empowered by our wounds, enabled to assist others as the scars from our wounds become the sources of our power to effect healing in others.
Finally, my vision of walking together underscores the reality that togetherness is a matter of necessity as well as a matter of integrity.  
Can you imagine either one of the individuals whom we meet in Luke’s gospel having to take that walk from Jerusalem to Emmaus alone?  The very thought incites panic inside me.  It’s bad enough to hurt, to grieve, to suffer disappointment, but to have to go through those experiences alone, that is even worse.  We need each other.
The more that I crisscross our nation on a regular basis, the more I am pained by the presence of rancorous partisanship politically and the harshness of the deep divides that are splintering the religious community.  The problem is not so much one of Muslims versus Jews, Hindus fighting with Buddhists, or Christians being cantankerous toward almost everybody else.  Vacuous chasms now exist in the world of religion as a result of Muslims arguing with Muslims, Jews pitting themselves against other Jews, and Christians hobbling our sacred tradition by self-inflicted hurts perpetrated out of hostilities prompted by differences in theological beliefs or political points of view.  But, friends, not only do we need each other, the world desperately needs us to demonstrate the power of religion as a force for reconciliation and healing.
Now, here is the crucial question.  Does fellowship with other people compromise the integrity of our faith?  Distortions in my former faith tradition said, “Yes.”  I watched a denomination insolate itself in the name of orthodoxy and refuse to participate in any meeting convened by any other religious fellowship as a matter of paranoid faith—not wanting to associate with people who were “wrong” and could be “contaminating.”
Do you see?  A commitment to walking together provides us a way to avoid destructive divisions and even find a modicum of cooperation with people whose opinions and life styles we do not share.  We do not have to agree with each other to walk together.  The journey is grand enough and the path it takes broad enough for all of us to share it.
One of the great joys of my work with The Interfaith Alliance is interacting with persons pursuing diverse commitments of faith, learning of the richness of traditions other than my own, and finding my faith strengthened, not threatened, by a shared journey.  Similarly, I take great pride in our church congregationally and me personally being associated with the Alliance of Baptists, a fellowship that models for our nation the possibility of people who are very different from each other walking together in cooperation and compassion.  In both organizations, people who differ from each other in virtually every way imaginable find strength, purpose, and joy in walking together.    
Last Thursday evening, I was a part of an extraordinary experience. Georgetown University, in our nation’s capitol, along with Theodore Cardinal McCarrick, the Catholic Archbishop of Washington, hosted, for the first time on American soil, an annual international gathering sponsored by the Community of Sant Egidio inspired by a 1986 invitation from Pope John Paul II to establish a World Day of Prayer.  Convened as a Prayer for Peace, the meeting brought together key religious leaders from all over the world who, in the spirit of Assisi, discussed the most difficult issues that divide us and explored the way to common ground.  Since I had been invited to speak in this conference, I had an opportunity to benefit from its rituals and to participate in its commitments.  Early on Thursday evening, participants in the conference who were adherents to the three major Abrahamic religions —Islam, Judaism, and Christianity—separately met in their respective houses of worship around the campus of the university.  Then, at the same hour, adherents in the different traditions departed their separate gatherings to participate in a wonderful closing ceremony.  At one point, the streets leading us away from our separate experiences of worship intersected at the road that would take us to that closing event.  When our traditions came together there, we met face to face.  Leaders, who have been apart from each other, embraced each other warmly, laughing for joy, reeling with a sense of the importance of this symbolic act, before walking together to a site in which, by candlelight, leaders of each tradition affixed their names to a call for peace.  
As I told you earlier, I am obsessed with the vision of walking together.  Occasionally, as on last Thursday evening, my vision takes on flesh.  Momentarily dream and reality, hope and fulfillment, seem to be of one piece.  Such times and experiences incite a recommitment to the importance of the vision and a reassessment of its staggering possibilities.  Indeed, I am committed to translating that vision into reality in my life and calling you as well as a host of others to do the same.  What is at stake here is nothing less than a profound spiritual discipline that has immeasurably important implications for our ability ever to experience cooperation and maybe even a realization of peace in the international community.
Oh, yes, there is one thing more about walking together, whether the road leads to Emmaus or to one of the destinations on the landscape of our experience.  As we enjoy our shared journey and benefit from each other’s presence and the contributions of scores of others, to our great surprise, we suddenly realize that the Sacred Presence is in our midst.  God is with us!  God shows up where people are walking together.  And, great goodness, the Divine Lover not only joins our journey but continues on the journey with us.  Then, truly, all of us—literally all of us—the Sacred One and those of us who know our humanity all too well—all of us are walking together.




O God, on our journeys to and fro, whether to a mall for shopping or on a mission for serving, whether to see friends or to welcome strangers, whether walking in grief or running with joy, whether fighting cynicism or bouncing with the buoyancy of optimism, should we meet you at our request or should you show up with us unexpectedly, grant us the grace and wisdom to welcome you, to invite you to stay with us, and to resolve never to take another step without your embracing love, your guiding spirit, and your comforting, strengthening presence.  Amen.
 


